Lear's forgetfulness, as revealed in the last speech quoted, suggests that degenerative changes leading to senile dementia are beginning to supervene, as is not uncommon in melancholia, and, in particular when this occurs in those of advanced years, in which an organic element may become increasingly evident. He also has suicidal thoughts. Thus (to Cordelia): 'If you have poison for me I will drink it' tibid). Attention needs also to be drawn to one other aspect which presents something of a conundrum. This is the device of being fantastically adorned with straws and 'Canst thou not minister to a mind diseas'd?': Shakespeare, the theatre and the Elizabethan psyche Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine Volume 81 April 1988 193 flowers. It will be recalled that this device was also used by Shakespeare to portray Ophelia's madness in Hamlet (Act IV, Sc 5), to which reference has already been made and which precedes her being discovered drowned. Although everyday clinical experience does not provide any clinical examples of such self-adornment as a sign of insanity, nor does there appear to be reference to the matter in standard psychiatric texts, the notion persists that having 'straws in one's hair' was at one time considered at least to be metaphorically indicative of madness. Likewise, in theory at least, self-decoration with flowers could be considered as a repudiation of depression.
And so logically, perhaps, back to Jaques and the: ' Last scene of all That ends this strange eventful history, Is second childishness, and mere oblivion Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything.'
Although Shakespeare did not portray this distressing state in any of his plays, no one can doubt that had not the shock and distress caused by finding Cordelia hanged and lifeless killed him, senility would surely have been Lear's fate.
There is perhaps no need to dwell on this matter. It is all too familiar and currently becoming more so, as anyone with experience of the geriatric wards of a mental hospital will undoubtedly know. Perhaps the reason why Shakespeare, with his remarkable insights, did not go into the matter further, was that people in his day did not live as long as they do now. Furthermore, preferring sudden death by violence, he probably did not consider senile decay a very enlivening subject with which to entertain Elizabethan theatre audiences.
(Accepted 27 October 1987)
And with some sweet oblivious antidote Cleanse the stuff'd bosom of that perilous stuff That weighs upon the heart?' C Bristow MA Department of English, Churchill College, Cambridge Keywords: Shakespeare; psyche My title is taken from Macbeth (Act V, Sc 3). If! may remind you, Lady Macbeth's mind is collapsing under the weight of guilt and horror it has been trying to cope with, and she is now in the care of a physician. Macbeth's concern for her is still strong -testimony to the power ofthe relationship, the most strongly and intimately rendered marriage-relationship in all Shakespeare. The full speech runs: 'Canst thou not minister to a mind diseas'd, Pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow, Raze out the written troubles of the brain, To which the doctor replies: 'Therein the patientJMust minister to himself', and Macbeth's concern is lost in his rising sense of desperation: 'Throw physic to the dogs: I'll none of it'. I cannot begin to offer here a description of the way Shakespeare evolved his ideas about the relation between the mental and the physical, or between sickness and health -not least because my own understanding of these things is still inadequate. But I can perhaps point toward some things that may be of interest to us as physicians, or literary critics, or human beings.
First, I shall briefly draw attention to the subtlety, and agility, and precision of Shakespeare's language and thought as he moves between various perceptions of health and illness in Macbeth. By 1603-4, when the play was written, he was two-thirds of the way through his career -sixteen or so years behind him, and another eight to go. He had started out with the comparatively crude model of the human psyche and soma afforded him by Hippocrates and Galen medically, and the Church of England (and the 0141-0768/88/ 040193·031$02.00/0 © 1988 The Royal Society of Medicine Church of Rome) spiritually. But Shakespeare was never able to satisfy himself either with the paganderived elements of high Renaissance thought, or with Christianity, and he is soon moving beyond the rather diagrammatically represented protagonists of Titus Andronicus and Henry VI. It is in the early comedies, particularly the Taming of the Shrew and Two Gentlemen of Verona, that we first see this, and it is extended in important ways with the two long poems 'Venus and Adonis' and 'The Rape of Lucrece' , written between 1591 and 1593 when the plague closed all the London theatres. It is a pity that, for the most part, only Shakespeare specialists now read these poems, because they are riveting: 'Venus and Adonis' a marvellously witty and erotic, but deeply sympathetic, narrative of a young man seduced by an older woman; 'Rape of Lucrece' a rapt, and horrified, and meticulously charted description of a brutal sexual attack. Now, both these poems show a stronger sense of the psyche in play, in stress, in particular situations, than had been presented for at least 200 years. But the significant fact about these poems is that they were written for, and circulated primarily among, an elite audience -unlike, very unlike, the plays, which were the art-form of the whole community. And in an elite art-form, or a sectarian or minority art-form, it is often possible to give expression to topics or areas of social experience which are out-of-bounds to more popular art-forms. Remember the Lady Chatterley trial, in the course of which the learned counsel for the prosecution realized that his only chance of swaying the jury against publication was by demonstrating to them that the novel was not 'art'.
I think that what his long poems taught Shakespeare (among other things) was that he needed very badly to understand violence and sexuality, and that he was not alone in that need to understand; he was in company with many thousands of his contemporaries, if attendance at his early comedies and Marlowe's tragedies was any guide. For English society in the latter 16th century was changing in important and stress-laden ways, and many of the safetyvalves which had enabled the earlier Elizabethans to live with a fairly high tolerance-threshold of contradiction, oppression and suppression, were being energetically stamped out. The midsummer and midwinter revels, for example, during which the social order was symbolically inverted, and the lord waited on his own servants -these revels, a powerful form of inoculation against alienation and disaffection, were being abolished on the grounds that they were subversive and licentious by Elizabeth's conscientiously modernizing civil servants, and by an increasingly militant puritan element, both within the clergy and outside it. And, accompanying the abolition of these social forms, we find an institutionalizing of religious persecution, so that burning at the stake and the most refined forms of torture were countenanced by the Head of State who was styled Defender of the Faith -a faith whose founder, it seemed to many, had had something else in view. And finally there was the steady and terrifying growth in the public consciousness of the fact of syphilis -much longer-term than the introduction into our consciousness of AIDS, but probably even greater in its impact, there being no scientific means of anchoring one's response in a measure of objectivity.
I believe it is correct to say that syphilis transformed the English consciousness during the hundred years or so following 1550, though I know of no thoroughgoing research on the subject whatever. At any rate, what the early Tudors first thought had been introduced to Europe (through one ofthe trade routes or explorer's ships) was a mere sexual malaise; it took them some time, naturally, to appreciate the progress and development of its symptoms, and a longer time to realize that the disease could be transmitted from parents to unborn children. But when they did register that, many felt it hard to resist the inference that this was one of the biblical plagues: for the sins of the fathers shall be visited on the children even unto the third and the fourth generation.
What it seems to me that Shakespeare experienced in the course of the 1590s, both in personal terms and in the life of his community, was a progressive subversion of sanity brought about by the decay of those social forms which were safety mechanisms, the discrediting of established religion, and the spread of a disease which linked procreation directly to death and madness. His response was not merely to examine these threats (which he does in the so-called 'problem plays' of the late 1590s, All's Well that Ends Well, Troilus and Cressida, Measure for Measure and Hamlet) but to attempt to turn the theatre itself into a means for retaining and affirming sanity. And this was a very difficult and dangerous task, given the structure and ideology of the Elizabethan state. If you set yourself to depict inadequacy, madness, death and sexuality in Tudor England, the symbolic and iconographic system of Renaissance thought being what it was, you were at once talking about these phenomena in the ruler, for the monarch was the icon of the state: Cleopatra, for example, is constantly called 'Egypt', because that is what she is seen to be. It was Shakespeare's achievement to carry this through without making Elizabeth (or, after 1603, James) believe they were being represented as inadequate, mad, moribund, or sexually diseased. But I think there are good reasons why he could manage it, and I shall try briefly to explain them.
The anthropologist, Mary Douglas, has helped me to locate the first reason. In her fascinating and beautiful work, Purity and Dangers, she examines the relation between concepts of pollution and taboo and the larger structures ofbeliefwithin which those concepts are set. As she points out herself, there is no reason to believe that the tribes she is dealing with are very different, in these important respects, from Shakespeare's tribe, or our own. Examining the ways in which primitive peoples protect themselves from the enormously potent creative or destructive forces that map their worlds, and that can potentially, if unbalanced, destroy them, she points out that the retreat from sources of danger cannot be continued indefinitely: at some stage reality must be confronted head-on, unless fantasy is to take over completely. The Lele of the Kasai make this confrontation in the ritual slaughter and eating of their most sacred creature, the pangolin, the scaly anteater. The pangolin is the living paradox which negates the entire Lele world-structure -it contradicts all their categories: it is scaly like a fish, but it climbs trees; it is more like an egg-laying lizard than a mammal, yet it suckles its young; and most significant of all, unlike other small mammals its young are born singly. The creature is, thus, a natural analogue of humanity. Douglas' writes:
Throughout their daily and especially their ritual life, the Lele are preoccupied with form. Endlessly they enact the discriminations by which their society and its cultural environment exist, and methodically they punish [breaches of rules of avoidance}. The burden of the rules may not be oppressive. But by a conscious effort they respond through them to the idea that the creatures of the sky are different in nature from the creatures of the earth ... As they prepare to eat they visibly enact the central discriminations of their cosmos ... Then comes the inner cult of all their ritual life, in which the initiates of the pangolin, immune to dangers that would kill uninitiated men, approach, hold, kill and eat the animal which in its own existence combines all the elements which the Lele culture keeps apart .. , By the mystery of that rite they recognize something of the fortuitous and conventional nature of the categories in whose mould they have their experience. If they consistently shunned ambiguity they would commit themselves to divisions between ideal and reality. But they confront ambiguity in an extreme and concentrated form. They dare to grasp the pangolin and put it to ritual use, proclaiming that this has more power than any other rites.
What the great plays of Shakespeare's maturity do, the tragedies above all, is something not wholly dissimilar, I believe, to what the pangolin ritual does. They take madness, inadequacy, and the anarchic propensities to senescence and sexuality, all associated as a matter of course in the Elizabethan mind with social inferiority, lack of success, malfunction and marginalization, and fuse them directly with supreme power, civil or military or both, The apparently contradictory and irreconcilable elements ofexperience are characteristically brought together in one person, or personage, in Shakespearean tragedy, and the bringing together is indeed, within the action of the play, disastrous: Macbeth, Othello, Coriolanus, Antony, all fail to understand, and hence to live adequately with, their flawed, ordinary humanity which is the inevitable accompaniment to great power and exceptional authority. What this act affirms to the diseased mind -the dis-eased mind -is that ordinary human beings, while still ordinary, have extraordinary powers and resources; all extraordinary human beings have an inescapable basis in ordinary fallibility, absurdity, mortality, And this tragedy has the supreme characteristic of ritual which Mary Douglas does not draw attention to, but which is, for my purpose, important. It offers its audience a crucial dual status: we are both participators and witnesseswe are taken into the subjective experience so that we kill and we die, say, with Macbeth; but we Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine Volume 81 April 1988 195 are taken into the objective experience so that we gauge and assess the total action as witnesses who survive it.
Quite how or why Elizabeth and James permitted this material to be performed (sometimes in front of them) I am not sure: but I venture to suggest two reasons: first, there is the total mythic integrity and completeness established by each tragedy so that they appear to be self-referential in a way that seems, temporarily, to diminish the direct implications for the world we live in: Lear's Britain appears to operate according to its own moral or psychic laws, and you cannot mistake the universe of Lear for that of Macbeth, or that of Coriolanus for that of Othello. The poetry in each play rapidly establishes an extraordinary singularity, so that (for example) to minister to a diseased mind in King Lear is to sing a lullaby to it, or play it music, whereas in Othello it is a matter of administering drugs or another, more permanent anodyne. Macbeth himself, in the speech that I started with, exhibits one of that play's strongest characteristics: he cannot distinguish between different areas and modes of experience, and supposes, or wearily attempts to suppose for a moment, that the rooted sorrow and the written troubles of his wife can be removed by a potion of some sortthe 'sweet oblivious antidote' whose utter impossibility is self-declared by the tripping futility of the syllables, and the savage 'throw physic to the dogs' which soon follows. But luckily for us, Shakespeare himself did not do that, and the plays are still here to 'medicine' us.
The other reason I offer as to why James and Elizabeth did not ban these plays may well have been their intuition that such an action would in some deep sense affirm their likeness to, their kinship with, Lear or Macbeth or Cleopatra or Coriolanus: banning or censorship would ratify Shakespeare's diagnosis even while attempting to nullify it. So they let the plays stand, let them go ahead, as we have all done since, afraid of recognizing ourselves, our greed, our vanity, our pride, our deceit, our cruelty, our unscrupulousness, yet wanting to own to what we are, and, in the hands of this supreme artist, able to do so. 
